









 CT 	Nail Biting: Clinical Aspects
Timothy Ivor Williams
A 	History of Psychiatric Attention to the Disorder
Onychophagia (nail biting) is a word of Greek origin (from ονυξ , meaning nail, and φαγειν , meaning to eat). It is unlikely that it was recognized as a problem by the Greeks of classical times because it does not appear in classical literature. There is some evidence, however, that well-kept nails were noticed. Theophrastus (ca. 370 BCE – ca. 285 BCE) describes the appearance of fingernails in the characterization of people. Specifically, he regarded well-manicured fingernails as a sign of the oligarch (Ολιγαρχιας) or authoritarian personality (Jebb 1870). Onygophagist (sic) appears in the Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary as a misspelling in Southey’s book The Doctor (Southey 1836). This chapter uses the phrase “nail biting” rather than onychophagia because “nail biting” is more easily understood.
The earliest reference to nail biting as a nervous habit occurs in a late sixteenth-century French history that describes nail biting as associated with anxiety (de Lisle 1577). The Oxford English Dictionary records the admonition “don’t bite your nails” in a translation of the works of Quevedo, a sixteenth-century Spanish writer (Stevens 1707). Other European traditions have defined nail biting (mordre les ongles, Nagelkauen, comerse las uñas) as being linked to anxiety or anxious personality types.
Freud is often regarded as having suggested that nail biting represented a return to the oral stage of development. Psychoanalytic tradition identified nail biting as representing a conflict of two drives: the desire for the breast represented by putting things in one’s mouth and an aggressive motivation represented by biting (Rosow 1954; Solomon 1955). Although psychoanalytic publications on nail biting continued through the 1950s, related research began to concentrate on measuring aspects of personality (Billig 1941) before the behavioral tradition exemplified by Azrin’s work (Azrin and Nunn 1973) appeared. A peak of treatment research activity that focused on behavioral principles in the late 1970s and early 1980s has been followed by a relative dearth of new research on nail biting. However, since the study of other repetitive behavior problems such as trichotillomania and pathologic skin picking has increased, nail biting has been discussed as part of the proposed obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) spectrum. For instance, Nestadt et al. (2003) linked nail biting and skin picking in a multivariate cluster of symptoms in a study examining possible OCD subtypes. Thus, the current literature regards nail biting either as a form of obsessive-compulsive spectrum disorder, often with an implied neurological malfunction, or as a maladaptive learned behavior. These two views are not incompatible because behavioral change and neurological change can co-occur.
 A 	Diagnosis
Nail biting is not recognized as a disorder in the fourth edition of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Text Revision  (DSM-IV TR) (American Psychiatric Association 2000), but the research interest in repetitive behavior disorders suggests that subsequent revisions (DSM-V) may recognize nail biting as a disorder if it affects the person’s life or causes damage to health. While DSM-V will probably include a category for repetitive behavior disorders, this author doubts that nail biting can be regarded as a “disorder” in childhood. A second possible placement of nail biting would be within a category of body-focused repetitive behaviors. Again, whether the term “disorder” could be applied to a behavior that has few ill effects and is common among certain age groups is dubious. Finally, DSM-V could include a wide-ranging category of obsessive-compulsive spectrum disorders into which nail biting might be placed.
 A 	Clinical Picture
Although most nail biters bite only their fingernails, some people bite their toenails as well (Leung and Robson 1990) or overclip their toenails (Leonard et al. 1991). Malone and Massler (1952) described the distribution of numbers of fingernails bitten by both age (5–18 years) and gender. Their data show that about two-thirds of nail biters bite all ten nails (see Figure 13.1). Both the extent of nail damage and the extent of damage to the cuticle and the skin around the nails vary considerably.
[INSERT FIGURE 13.1 HERE]
Occasionally people may bite their nails as part of a behavioral disorder occasioned by intense pain. One series (Mailis 1996) describes four individuals with severe pain caused by both central and peripheral nerve malfunctions, of whom two showed severe nail biting that caused loss of the whole nail. In rare cases, nail biting may cause infections that damage the tissues of the digits (Tosti et al. 1994). In a more extreme case, a Brazilian woman removed the upper joint of one finger by biting her nails as well as damaging most of her other fingers (Dalanora et al. 2007).
Nail biters are often ashamed of their habit (Joubert 1993) and view themselves in a more negative way than people who do not bite their nails (Hansen et al. 1990). Nail biters are also perceived more negatively than people who do not bite their nails (Wells, Haines, and Williams 1998), and this perception may lead to fewer opportunities for valued activities such as employment (Long et al. 1999).
 A 	Assessment Instruments
Nail biting can be reliably and simply measured by using calipers. The nails are measured from the “base of the nail where it separates from the cuticle to the centre point of the top of the nail” (Allen 1996). Some authors have reported total nail length over all ten fingers (Frankel and Merbaum 1982) or mean nail length (i.e., total nail length divided by the number of fingers; see Davidson, Denney, and Elliott 1980). Either figure will provide a simple and reliable indication of nail growth as long as a baseline (pretreatment) measure is taken.
Ladouceur (1979) has argued, however, that nails may grow even though the person is biting them and that a measure of damage to the nails is to be preferred. He used photographs and an observer to determine whether or not nails had been bitten. Interobserver reliability for this measure was 97.8%. Ratings of appearance have also been used by other investigators (Allen 1996; Davidson, Denney, and Elliott 1980; Frankel and Merbaum 1982; Glasgow, Swaney, and Schafer 1981; Twohig et al. 2003). Davidson, Denney, and Elliott (1980) describe their measure as a Cosmetic Appearance Checklist containing six items related to damage to the cuticles and nails, with an interrater reliability of r0.99. Frankel and Merbaum (1982) used the same checklist and found an interrater reliability of r0.98. Glasgow, Swaney, and Schafer (1981) used a specially devised measure of nail appearance, the details of which are contained in an MSc thesis. No interrater reliability data were presented in the published paper. Twohig et al.’s (2003) measure, called the Social Validity Scale, contained three 7-point ratings of nail damage, degree of problem, and need for treatment, all rated by judges from photographs of their participants’ hands. No interrater reliability data are presented. The Cosmetic Appearance Checklist used by Davidson, Denney, and Elliott seems preferable in that it measures both nail and cutical appearance and has very good interrater reliability.
Malone and Massler (1952) described a simple 4-point rating scale for each (finger) nail that is bitten. While this has the advantage of simplicity, it is more subjective than measuring the length of the nail. Nevertheless, this measure has been used in a number of studies (e.g., Allen 1996) to compare interventions. There are no data on the measure’s reliability or validity.
The number and duration of nail-biting episodes have also been measured in treatment trials. Azrin, Nunn, and Frantz (1980) used the number of nail-biting episodes per day to compare two treatment conditions that included, as part of the habit reversal intervention, instruction in self-monitoring and recording of nail biting. Because this is a self-report measure, the influence of the demand characteristics of the study is uncertain. In Davidson, Denney, and Elliott’s (1980) study, the statistical tests showed different effects depending on which measure was being analyzed. It is therefore difficult to recommend a self-report of nail-biting episodes as the sole measure of treatment efficacy.
Leonard et al.’s (1991) study stands out from others in both its use of medication as the intervention and in its choice of measures. The authors used three measures. First was an adaptation of the trichotillomania adaptation of the Yale Brown Obsessive Compulsive Scale (YBOCS – TTM) (Swedo et al. 1989) that contained five items, each rated on a scale of 0–5. The items measured the amount of time spent biting nails, intensity of the nail-biting urge, resistance against the urge, and distress and degree of interference in daily life. The second measure was the Nail Biting Impairment Scale, a single 11-point rating scale of impairment caused by nail biting. Finally, the researchers used clinical progress, rated by the clinician on a 0–20 scale. Interrater reliability was reported as kappa scores between 0.78 and 1.00. These scales have not achieved widespread acceptance.
 A 	Prevalence
Although nail biting appears to be a common behavior, there are very few scientifically robust studies of its prevalence. For instance, whereas Wechsler (1931) reported that 44% of children were nail biters at age 13 years, Deardoff, Finch, and Royall (1974) found only 12% were nail biters at a similar age. Figure 13.2 shows the rates of nail biting as reported in studies that surveyed individuals over age ranges varying from 10 to 20 years. Nail biting clearly peaks in childhood and seems to decline over the teenage and early adult period. Nail biting may be less common in women than in men, but the data are from only one study of subjects in the late teens and early adulthood (Coleman and McCalley 1948). The one study that included people in their thirties and forties suggests a slight ongoing reduction in the proportion of nail biters with increasing age, but the data need replication.
[INSERT FIGURE 13.2 HERE]
Drawing clear conclusions about the cross-cultural prevalence of nail biting is difficult because the ascertainment methods differ markedly between studies and because the data are not clearly presented. Thus, one study of oral habits in children from Delhi, India, suggested that less than 1% of schoolchildren bit their nails (Kharbanda et al. 2003), whereas another study of Indian children suggested that as many as 13% of schoolchildren did so (Guaba et al. 1998). In a study of minority populations in China (Li et al. 2001), no ethnic differences were reported, although the level of nail biting reported was very low (1.1%). Similarly wide ranges from the studies of developmental patterns discussed earlier imply that the difficulty may lie in defining the behavior sufficiently to allow studies of cross-cultural prevalence to be meaningful.
One review of nail biting (Wells, Haines, and Williams 1998) tabulated several studies that had identified nail biting both in the general population and in psychiatric patients. Like the cross-cultural literature, the variability of the findings means that determining whether nail biting occurs more or less often in conjunction with mental illness is difficult. For instance, one study found that about one-quarter of young people with depression also bit their nails (Calitz et al. 2007).
More recently, a number of studies have been conducted to determine whether nail biting occurs as part of a putative spectrum of obsessive-compulsive behaviors. Initial studies confirmed that “grooming disorders” such as nail biting occurred more frequently among patients with OCD and their relatives (Bienvenu et al. 2000), but statistical modeling suggests that the association is as strong with general anxiety disorder as with OCD (Nestadt et al. 2003). Nestadt et al. (2003) also demonstrated that the association was strongest for those people who suffered from multiple disorders (a mean of 5+ disorders).
 A 	Age at Onset
When nail biting starts is unclear. The prevalence figures shown in Figure 13.2 suggest that nail biting is largely a school-age phenomenon, with the highest rates in the age range 5 to 17 years. For older teenagers and adults, the data from Malone and Massler’s (1952) study indicate that fewer girls and women than boys and men bite their nails. This could reflect the emphasis young women place on nail treatments such as nail polish and manicures. However, as Friman, Byrd, and Oksol (2001) have observed, the prevalence figures are not robust, and each study appears to produce different results.
 A 	Natural History and Course of Illness
Early studies of nail biting concentrated on the natural history of the problem. These studies suggest that the majority of people who bite their nails stop during childhood and adolescence. One might speculate that as children reach their teens they become more self-conscious and aware of the social disapproval associated with nail biting. Beyond adolescence, the surveys suggest that people stop biting their nails over time. Coleman and McCalley’s (1948) study advanced a number of reasons: social disapproval, realization of the social value of long, well-kept nails, fear of being infected by germs from the nails, and imitation of parental care for their hands. Our experience with asking people why they have stopped biting their nails has suggested that they made a decision to do so and then were sufficiently determined to carry it out. A less optimistic view was expressed by Mangweth et al. (2005), who suggested that nail biting is one of the behaviors that predisposes people to both eating disorders and “polysubstance abuse,” suggesting a common pathway in terms of using physical means to control unpleasant feelings.
 A 	Comorbid Conditions
A number of studies have tried to validate the assertion that nail biting is a nervous habit or is characteristic of nervous people. The results have been mixed, with some studies finding associations between anxiety and nail biting (e.g., Billig 1941; Klatte and Deardoff 1981) whereas others did not (Deardoff, Finch, and Royall 1974; Joubert 1993). A wide range of questionnaires have been used, ranging from personality tests (e.g., Bernreuter Personality Inventory – Billig 1941) to specific measures of anxiety (e.g., Manifest Anxiety Scale – Klatte and Deardoff 1981; State Trait Anxiety Inventory – Gilleard, Eskin, and Savasir 1988). Some authors have suggested instead that nail biting, like other repetitive behaviors, serves either a self-stimulatory or an anxiety-reducing function (Wells, Haines, and Williams 1998; Woods and Miltenberger 1996).
Studies of obsessive-compulsive spectrum disorders have often revealed quite high levels of nail biting, among other habits (e.g., Grant et al. 2006). However, many of these studies have not used comparison groups, making it difficult to determine whether the finding applies to all clinical groups, just to groups with OCDs, or to groups with other impulse control disorders.
 A 	Treatments
Only one trial of pharmacological agents has been described, in which clomipramine and desimipramine were compared in a double-blind, randomized trial (Leonard et al. 1991). Although the results favored clomipramine, the high dropout rate suggests that medication is not an option that nail biters easily adopt. This study also used unique measures, which has rendered comparison of the efficacy of medication with psychological interventions problematic. Pharmacological treatments for other habit disorders have largely used newer selective serotonin uptake inhibitors (SSRIs) such as fluoxetine (e.g., trichotillomania, see van Minnen et al. 2003). Treatment trials using one or more of the SSRIs to determine whether they have better utility than clomipramine seem indicated.
A wide range of psychological treatments for nail biting have been suggested. Those with the most evidence are based on behavioral methods that manipulate the events controlling the occurrence of nail biting. In preparing this chapter, I attempted a systematic review of the treatment literature. The search terms onychophagia and nail-bit and (treatment or intervention) were searched on Google scholar, World of Knowledge, Embase, and Medline. The 15 trials identified are shown in Table 13.1.
[INSERT TABLE 13.1 HERE]
Of the 15 trials using group comparison designs (Table 13.1), most failed to provide sufficient details of the baseline, end of treatment, and follow-up data to enable a meta-analysis to be undertaken. In particular, the published trials frequently do not present means for the separate groups andor measures of the confidence intervals of the means. Figure 13.3 shows the data for the change in nail length from the beginning to the end of treatment as described in published group comparison trials. For several of these trials, data had to be estimated from the published figures. The three left-hand interventions (wait list, nail care, and nail measurement) in Figure 13.3 can be described as control interventions in that they are not designed to change nail length or nail-biting behavior. Two of these interventions (wait list and nail measurement) do not seem to reduce nail biting. However, in one study (Horne and Wilkinson 1980), nail care (not described) had a major beneficial effect compared with habit reversal or goal setting (which included nail care).
[INSERT FIGURE 13.3 HERE]
Although habit reversal is often recommended in the literature as the treatment of choice, Figure 13.3 does not provide unequivocal support and suggests that simply setting goals for nail-length increase may be sufficient to produce significant increases. One method of determining whether a particular intervention is effective is to conduct a meta-analysis of outcomes across trials. For this chapter, I extracted data from the published literature to find treatment trials that compared active interventions with a waiting list or placebo control. In general, all the treatments showed beneficial effects. However, one treatment, the habit-reversal treatment of Twohig et al. (2003), showed particularly promising results compared with a placebo treatment, in which nail biting was discussed. The habit-reversal treatment of Twohig et al. (2003) incorporated a particularly stringent training criterion for the awareness component, which may explain the treatment’s particularly beneficial effects (see Chapters and , this volume, for additional descriptions of habit reversal interventions).
If increased awareness of nail biting is sufficient to produce beneficial effects, trials that compared self-monitoring with other interventions should show this. Figure 13.4 shows a forest plot of the outcomes of various interventions compared with self-monitoring in two studies. If any treatment was more effective than self-monitoring, then that treatment’s mean effect should differ statistically significantly from the mean effect of self-monitoring. In the forest plot, this would be represented by a horizontal line that did not cross the vertical line of no benefit (i.e., mean difference from self-monitoring (MD) – standard error  0). Figure 13.4 shows that the overall mean effect of the treatments is less than that of self-monitoring! Furthermore, the therapist-aided use of the Azrin and Nunn (1973) habit reversal manual did not produce beneficial effects when compared with self-monitoring. Ladouceur (1979) had previously reported no difference between habit reversal and self-monitoring, but no data were published so these data are not included in Figure 13.4.
[INSERT FIGURE 13.4 HERE]
Most treatment trials predate the development of improved analytic techniques to determine the function of a behavior. Meta-analysis has shown that these analytic techniques improve the outcomes of behavioral treatments (Didden, Duker, and Korzilius 1997). At their simplest, behavioral interventions modify either the preceding events or the consequences of a behavior. More complex interventions, such as habit reversal, attempt to modify both simultaneously. The last 25 years have seen a move away from studies of straightforward behavioral interventions toward studies including interventions that concern the cognitive processes associated with behavior.
 B 	Stimulus Control
Another means of refining behavioral treatments of nail biting is to define the situations under which nail biting is more and less likely to occur. Behaviorists distinguish between motivating operations, which alter the reinforcing or punishing effectiveness of events, and discriminative stimuli, which signal the availability of a reinforcer. These distinctions have not yet been applied in studies of nail-biting treatments, although some experiments have demonstrated the importance of the settings in which nail biting occurred (e.g., Williams, Rose, and Chisholm 2007; Woods and Miltenberger 1996). In general, these studies have found that nail biting can be reliably evoked by stressful situations or abated by the presence of another person.
The implications of finding that stress promotes nail biting are clear – stress management interventions should reduce nail biting (e.g., relaxation as suggested by Barrios 1977). How to design interventions that can capitalize on the presence of others to reduce nail biting is less clear. The effects that others have on this behavior have been known since the late nineteenth century.
The research literature has not, however, been able to explain the effect satisfactorily (Aiello and Douthitt 2001). Theories have variously posited effects on arousal, attention, and motivation. Recent research has suggested that the effect may be produced by the knowledge that the person is being evaluated (Feinberg and Aiello 2006). Unfortunately, unpublished research from our lab indicates that high social desirability (the drive to do the right thing, measured by the Marlowe-Crown social desirability scale) does not correlate with suppression of nail biting in the presence of another person (Williams and Zucchelli unpublished), even when more detailed measures of the components of social desirability (i.e., impression management, socially desirable responding) are used (Williams, Smith, and Soorty, unpublished).
 B 	Interventions Using Consequences
The consequences of behavior may change its subsequent probability through appetitive or aversive reinforcement. An appetitive reinforcer increases the likelihood of a behavior, whereas an aversive reinforcer acts to decrease its likelihood. In the case of nail biting, interventions seek to decrease the likelihood of the behavior.
One of the simplest means of attempting to influence nail biting is to paint unpleasant-tasting substances on the nail. This has become a common commercial remedy for nail biting. A brief Internet search found the following products: THUM (contains Cayenne pepper); Stop ‘n’ Grow or Mavala (sucrose octa-acetate and denatonium benzoate); Stop-Bite (ingredients not known); Orly No-Bite (denatonium benzoate); Control-it nail-biting treatment (ingredients unclear). Although these are widely recommended as effective treatments, very few trials have been published that show the claimed benefits. Vargas and Adesso (1976) compared both shock and negative practice with painting an unpleasant tasting substance (believed to be THUM) on the participants’ nails. Figure 13.3 shows three group comparison studies that evaluated the potential of aversion to increase nail length. One study (Davidson, Denney, and Elliott 1980) used an imaginal aversion method, whereas the others (Allen 1996; Silber and Haynes 1992) used Stop ‘n’ Grow. Allen (1996) concluded that “the results of this study are less encouraging than anticipated.” It is therefore difficult to draw firm conclusions about the efficacy of aversive substances. Nevertheless, reputable scientific journals state that mild aversion is the treatment of choice for nail biting that is severe enough to warrant intervention (Jabr 2005).
No studies using appetitive reinforcers have been published. An intervention could be devised that rewarded the absence of nail biting (in technical terms, the intervention would involve a differential reinforcement of other behavior, or DRO, schedule). Naturally occurring rewards for having nails that are not bitten, such as people commenting favorably on well-cared-for nails, could also be studied.
 A 	Conclusions
Nail biting is a common repetitive behavior of childhood that tends to decline in prevalence starting in the mid-teens. How it should be classified, and even whether it should be considered a disorder in DSM-V, remains unclear. A number of interventions have been proposed, but none has shown clear superiority in adequately designed trials. Future trials should include measures of nail length, cosmetic appearance of the hands, and the number of episodes of nail biting. Further research is needed to understand the motivation underlying nail biting in order to facilitate the design of interventions targeting the motivation rather than the behavior itself. Drug treatment has not proven acceptable to people who bite their nails, but attempting a trial of one of the newer SSRIs for severe cases of nail biting may be worthwhile.
 A 	Resources
The Web site http:www.onychophagia.com provides some information about nail biting and remedies that may be available to readers, but does not offer evaluations of evidence.
The Web site http:health.yahoo.combeauty-overviewnail-bitinghealthwise–tw9722spec.html provides a number of suggestions for helping to overcome nail biting, but without evaluation of their empirical support.
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Figure 1. Distribution of numbers of finger nails bitten in a large sample (Malone and Massler, 1952).
Figure 2. Prevalence of nail biting at different ages as reported in four surveys.
Figure 3 Mean nail length increase for different treatment methods used in controlled studies. Habit reversal is the full habit reversal intervention as described by Azrin & Nunn (1973). Self habit reversal is self administered habit reversal.  
Figure 4: Funnel plot comparing active treatments from three trials (Adesso, Vargas & Siddall, 1979; Davidson, Denney & Elliott, 1980; Twohig, Woods, Marcks & Teng, 2003) with placebo. The figure shows that the active treatment from the Twohig et al. (2003) study has an effect that falls outside the funnel shaped lines of the standard error of the mean for the other studies. 


















Table 13.1 Group comparison treatment trials

Reference	Design (N)	Treatments	Significant Results	Notes	Measures
Adesso, Vargas, and Siddall (1979)	Random group comparison (40)	Self-monitoring, positive incentive, negative incentive, nail measurement alone, minimal contact 	No significant difference between groups		Nail length, self-monitored nail-biting episodes
Allen (1996)	Group comparison, community volunteers (45)	Competing response,mild aversion (chemical),Self-monitoring	Mild aversion  self-monitoring	All groups showed improvements over time	Nail length, Malone and Massler rating, skin damage rating, urges to bite nails
Azrin, Nunn, and Frantz (1980)	Random allocation, group comparison	Habit reversal, negative practice	Habit reversal  negative practice		Nail-biting episodes per day
Davidson, Denney, and Elliott (1980)	Random allocation, group comparison	Combined treatment, positive treatment, negative treatment, placebo treatment, untreated control	Positive component and combined treatment  others		Nail length, cosmetic appearance checklist 
Flessner et al. (2005)	Random allocation, group comparison (40)	Awareness training+social support+competing response, Awareness training+ competing response	No significant group difference		Nail length, frequency of nail biting 
Frankel and Merbaum (1982)	Random allocation, group comparison (75)	Habit reversal manual with five regular weekly face-to-face sessions, five telephone contacts, no contact	Contract  no contact	Nail-length data not reported	Nail length, cosmetic appearance, Rosenbaum self-control schedule
Glasgow, Swaney, and Schafer (1981)	Group comparison, random assignment (43)		No significant group differences		Appearance ratings, nail length
Horne and Wilkinson (1980)	Group comparison	Simplified habit reversal, simplified habit reversal plus goal setting, nail care and goal setting, wait list	No statistics provided	Habit reversal better for preventing relapse	Nail length, absence of nail biting
Ladouceur (1979)	Group comparison	Habit reversal, habit reversal and self-monitoring, self-monitoring, self- monitoring and graph plotting, wait list	No significant group differences, all better than wait list	No data published	Photographs of nails judged for nail biting
Leonard et al. (1991)	Group comparison, blind allocation and assessment (24)	Clomipramine (CMI) Desimpramine (DMI)	CMIDMI	Substantial dropout rate (46%)	Nail biting severity scale, nail biting impairment scale, clinical progress scale
Miltenberger and Fuqua (1985)	Group comparison (mixed habits – nail biters  5)	Contingent competing response, habit reversal	?		Number of episodes of nail biting
Silber and Haynes (1992)	Group comparison (21)	Competing response, mild aversion (chemical), self- monitoring	Competing response  mild aversion  self-monitoring		Nail length, skin damage ratings, nail-biting episodes, nail-biting urges
Twohig et al. (2003)	Random group comparison (25)	Habit reversal, talking about nail biting	Habit reversal  talking		Nail length, cosmetic appearance
Twohig and Woods (2001)	Group comparison	5-second competing response (CR), 1-minute CR, 3-minute CR 		No statistical tests. Results suggest 3-min CR 1-min CR  5-sec CR	Nail length, cosmetic appearance





































Funnel plot (1/se) - MD (IV) - Fixed effect



